A third approach would focus on the community, neighborhood, or school context as an at-risk environment. For example, a low-income community with a high crime rate and a low high school graduation rate might be viewed as a place that puts children and adolescents at risk of poor outcomes.
WHAT ARE CHILDREN AT RISK OF?
Surprisingly, rather than specifically indicating what children are at risk of, the phrase is often used vaguely to refer to poor life outcomes in general. When outcomes for children are mentioned, they tend to refer to very general, long-term deficits, such as school failure, death, economic dependency, or incarceration. However, particular outof-school-time programs in the community are likely to have more specific goals for "at-risk" children, such as improving grades in school, delaying sexual initiation, or developing conflict resolution skills. Moreover, any given program is likely to have just one or two specific targets; in other words, few programs are seeking to improve arts performance, sports competence, academic skills and test scores, and to encourage volunteering. Thus, in the field, different program providers are likely to have quite different outcomes in mind when they think a …information for program providers, funders, policy makers, and researchers on the meanings of a common phrase, "at risk. " October 2006 child is "at risk" of a poor outcome. Also, as discussed below, both general goals and specific target outcomes can be useful, but for different purposes.
HOW CAN MEASURES OF "AT RISK" BE USED?
Programs increasingly are being asked to develop logic models, provide program plans, and implement evaluation strategies. Each task might call for assessing "at risk," but different measures of "at risk" might be used for each purpose. For example, in developing a logic model, program staff might want to understand the characteristics of the community. Are children "at risk" because of poverty, crime, toxins or pollution, low levels of English proficiency, poorly performing schools, unemployment, or several of these kinds of factors? On the other hand, decisions about which children to enroll in a program or to target for a program may be based on current or historical information about the child or his/her family. For example, has the child frequently been absent from school or been suspended or expelled? Is the family in poverty? In evaluating a program, however, the focus moves to the specific outcomes for which children and adolescents are at risk in the future. These outcomes might include pregnancy, school dropout, arrest or drug use.
HOW SHOULD "AT RISK" BE ASSESSED?
To assess risk, a survey could be administered, or administrative data or government statistics could be used.
If children are at the center of the "at risk" definition, then it will be necessary to obtain data about individual children from school records or other administrative data or from a survey of children or parents.
If family characteristics are used to define risk, data might be available from the school, or it might be available from other administrative record systems, such as those pertaining to food stamps or Medicaid. Also, it might be possible to administer a survey to parents to obtain information about the family that would inform the program about the levels of risk that a family experiences.
If community characteristics are used to define risk, local area data from the U.S. Census or the American Community Survey might be used to describe the community. Crime statistics are also available for every city, as are vital statistics data on teen births and mortality. Community-level surveys also provide information about risks faced at the community level.
WHAT ABOUT PROTECTIVE FACTORS?
Do programs only want to know about the risks faced by children and families in their schools and communities? Assets, strengths, and protective factors also can be valuable to assess. Even though some children, families, and communities face multiple risks, most also will have assets and protective factors.
1 For example, a positive, caring relationship with a parent can inoculate against many risks.
2 Ongoing positive relationships with other adults represent another critical protective factor.
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WHAT MEASURES ARE USED TO ASSESS "AT RISK"?
Children have been defined as "at risk" with a variety of different indicators, including having limited reading proficiency, having experienced abuse or trauma, having a disability or illness, or having exhibited behavior problems. 4 Measures of family risk include poverty, a low level of parental education, a large number of children, not owning a home, single parenthood, 5 welfare dependence, 6 family dysfunction, abuse, 7 parental mental illness, parental substance use, and family discord or illness.
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Measures of community risk might include rates of poverty, crime, unemployment, or teen parenthood in the community.
CONCLUSION
It is critical to note that "at risk" is a concept that reflects a chance or a probability. It does not imply certainty. Risk factors raise the chance of poor outcomes, while protective factors raise the chance of good outcomes. It is valuable for programs to understand the levels of risk and protective factors in their program clients, as well as of their potential clients. Such understanding can help in developing programs and also in obtaining funding for them.
